
 

 

 

 

Latina Workers Are Playing a Growing Role in the U.S. Economy, But 

Continue to Face Barriers to Economic Security  

There are more than 62 million Hispanic Americans living in the United States, and Hispanic 

workers, families and businesses serve a vital role in helping power the U.S. economy. In 

particular, Hispanic women represent a critical and growing segment of the U.S. labor market 

and economy. The increasing labor market participation of Latinas is helping support the 

ongoing economic recovery and the resilience of the American workforce.  

However, Hispanic women continue to be overrepresented in low-wage occupations and face 

barriers to economic opportunity. Specifically, the overrepresentation of Latinas in low-paying 

sectors means that they are disproportionally hurt by the gender pay gap, economic insecurity 

and poor working conditions.  

Despite suffering significant job losses during the pandemic, Latina workers are making a strong 

recovery. This has been made possible by emergency relief and a pro-worker and inclusive 

economic agenda in the American Rescue Plan. Enactment of additional proposals, like the Raise 

the Wage Act and the PRO Act, would help strengthen the economic position of Latinas and 

their contributions to the U.S. economy.   

HISPANIC WOMEN REPRESENT A GROWING AND INFLUENTIAL SEGMENT OF 

THE LABOR MARKET 

Latinas represent a critical and growing part of the U.S. labor market 

Latinas now make up the second-largest group of women workers in the United States, after 

white women. There are 12.8 million Hispanic women in the labor force, representing slightly 

more than 17% of all women in the labor force today (see figure below). These numbers are 

expected to continue growing, as the share of Americans identifying as Hispanic is projected to 

increase from 18% in 2017 to 28% in 2060. In fact, the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that 

Hispanic Americans will account for 78% of new workers between 2020 and 2030. 

 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/23/key-facts-about-u-s-latinos-for-national-hispanic-heritage-month/
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/issue-briefs?ID=910EF3D2-0F62-42BC-96C3-6B289CB52549
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/issue-briefs?id=5C441000-B312-4E91-936B-DC6B08C924DC
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/issue-briefs?ID=5127B5A9-DBDC-4D10-B8FE-C14A438C2B76
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/issue-briefs?id=E4377D31-891F-45F5-BCE3-ED44F7C834C4
https://www.epi.org/blog/pandemic-related-economic-insecurity-among-black-and-hispanic-households-would-have-been-worse-without-a-swift-policy-response/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/ADVANCING-EQUITY-THROUGH-THE-AMERICAN-RESCUE-PLAN.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/603
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/603
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/842
https://blog.dol.gov/2021/10/20/5-facts-about-latinas-in-the-labor-force
https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cpseea04.htm
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2018/comm/hispanic-projected-pop.html
https://blog.dol.gov/2021/09/15/hispanics-in-the-labor-force-5-facts
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Latinas also reflect a strong and growing engagement with the labor market   

While the participation rate of Hispanic women in the U.S. labor market has historically been 

below that of white women, Latinas have narrowed this gap over the years (see figure below). In 

fact, the labor force participation rate of Hispanic women last year was higher than that of their 

white counterparts. This means that a growing share of Hispanic women are either working or 

actively looking for work.  

 

 

 

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/data/lfp/lfp-sex-race-hispanic
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat06.htm
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat05.htm
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Similar trends are observed with the share of Hispanic women of working-age that are employed, 

as captured by the employment-to-population ratio. Gaps between the employment-to-population 

ratio of Hispanic and white women have narrowed over the years. Last year, a higher share of 

working-age Hispanic women, relative to their white counterparts aged 20 and older, were 

employed.  

The pandemic hit Latinas particularly hard, but thanks to pandemic relief, these workers are 

recovering strongly  

Hispanic workers were hit hard by both the pandemic and the coronavirus recession, and 

Hispanic women endured a disproportionate share of the job losses. By April of 2020, 1 in 5 

Hispanic women of working-age were out of a job and actively looking for one (see figure 

below). At 20.1%, the unemployment rate for Hispanic women in April of 2020 was higher than 

that of men or women in any other racial or ethnic group in the labor market. By comparison, the 

unemployment rate among Black women at the same time was 16.4%, and it was 15.0% among 

white women. At its peak, Hispanic women’s unemployment was more than 4 times higher than 

its pre-pandemic rate. 

 

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/graph/?g=UgBi
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat06.htm
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat05.htm
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/71785c75-00f4-4db8-9686-2960f0526b65/hispanic-workers-brief-.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/webapps/legacy/cpsatab3.htm
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Hispanic women were hit particularly hard by the coronavirus recession because these workers 

were concentrated in industries that were disproportionally affected by the pandemic, such as 

leisure and hospitality. Prior to the pandemic, more than 1 in 10 Latina workers were employed 

in leisure and hospitality and more than 3 in 10 worked in service occupations that were not 

suitable for remote work.  

Despite bearing a disproportionate share of the economic impact of the pandemic, Latina 

workers are making a strong comeback in the labor market. By September 2022, the 

unemployment rate for Hispanic women was 3.6%, below the pre-pandemic rate of 4.4% at the 

start of 2020. Today, Latinas are also participating in the labor force at nearly the same rate as 

before the pandemic. In fact, the share of Hispanic women of working-age that are currently 

employed (58.5%) is identical to that at the start of 2020 (58.5%). With this bold return and labor 

market engagement, Latinas are helping usher in a resilient economic recovery from the shock of 

the pandemic.  

OCCUPATIONAL SEGREGATION CONTINUES TO THREATEN THE ECONOMIC 

SECURITY OF LATINAS  

The disproportionate representation of Latinas in low-wage occupations has contributed to a 

large wage gap  

Latinas are more affected by the gender wage gap than any other major racial or ethnic group in 

the U.S. labor market (see figure below). The topline gender wage gap ratio, which refers to the 

pay disparity between the average man and the average woman, currently sits at 77% and is often 

cited when discussing equal pay. However, this average obscures the vast differences in the 

https://www.epi.org/blog/latina-equal-pay-day-latina-workers-remain-greatly-underpaid-including-in-front-line-occupations/
https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cpseea04.htm
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earnings of women of color. Hispanic women earn just 54 cents for every dollar earned by a non-

Hispanic white man.  

 

A significant part of the earnings disparity that Latinas experience is driven by occupational 

segregation. Economists characterize occupational segregation by the overrepresentation or 

underrepresentation of a demographic group among different kinds of work or occupations. 

Today, Latinas remain overrepresented in low-paying occupations and significantly 

underrepresented in occupations that provide adequate pay, benefits and working conditions. The 

top four occupations among Hispanic women are office and administrative assistants, sales 

workers, food preparation workers and health care support workers. Nearly half of all Hispanic 

women in the workforce are in these four low-paying occupations. 

The Latina wage gap has persisted over the years despite gains in education  

Latinas have made significant gains in educational attainment over the years, but these 

achievements have failed to close persistent wage disparities. The share of Hispanic women aged 

25 and older who earned a bachelor’s degree or higher nearly doubled in the first two decades of 

the 21st century, despite disparities in access to educational opportunities. Even with this 

significant growth in educational attainment among Hispanic women, the wage gap between 

Hispanic women and non-Hispanic white men fell by just 14%.  

 

https://equitablegrowth.org/four-graphs-on-u-s-occupational-segregation-by-race-ethnicity-and-gender/
https://equitablegrowth.org/four-graphs-on-u-s-occupational-segregation-by-race-ethnicity-and-gender/
https://equitablegrowth.org/fact-sheet-occupational-segregation-in-the-united-states/
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/issue-briefs?id=5C441000-B312-4E91-936B-DC6B08C924DC
https://www.aauw.org/app/uploads/2021/07/StatusOfLatinas_2.0.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/data/earnings/race-percentage-white-hispanic?_ga=2.197920495.1921050605.1633629555-1257783524.1633629555
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Hispanic women’s earnings also remain below those of non-Hispanic white women. This holds 

true across all levels of education (see figure above). Disparities between Hispanic women and 

white men are even starker. The Department of Labor finds that even Latinas with a bachelor’s 

degree have median weekly earnings below those of white men with an associate degree or some 

college.  

The overrepresentation of Latinas in low-wage occupations also threatens their economic 

security and leads to poor working conditions  

The overrepresentation of Latinas in low-wage occupations and industries is leaving many 

economically insecure and subject to poor working conditions with little power to bargain for 

better pay and better jobs. The Department of Labor found that the overrepresentation in low-wage 

work has left many Hispanic women in a chronic state of working poverty. For example, Latinas 

working 27 or more hours per week are nearly twice as likely as non-Hispanic white women to 

be living below the poverty line. 

This overrepresentation in low-wage occupations also means that Latina workers in industries 

like leisure and hospitality are more vulnerable than their counterparts to losing their jobs in the 

case of an economic contraction or shock like the pandemic recession, which destroyed more 

than 8 million jobs in leisure and hospitality between March and April 2020. This employment 

vulnerability can also translate into broader economic insecurity for low-wage workers as they 

may take longer to recover during times of economic expansion.      

Hispanic women in low-wage occupations are also affected by poor and hazardous working 

conditions. This stems, in part, from discrimination and limited bargaining power at work. For 

https://blog.dol.gov/2021/10/20/5-facts-about-latinas-in-the-labor-force
https://blog.dol.gov/2021/09/17/celebrating-the-rise-of-hispanic-women-workers
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2022/occupational-segregation-left-workers-of-color-especially-vulnerable-to-covid-19-job-losses
https://www.epi.org/publication/swa-2020-employment-report/
https://www.clasp.org/sites/default/files/publications/2019/09/2019_nextrecession.pdf
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example, many of the low-paying industries where Latina workers are overrepresented are 

characterized by pervasive wage theft, such that workers are paid less than they are entitled by 

law, not compensated for overtime premiums or asked to work some hours “off the clock.” 

Latina workers in these industries are also more likely to work jobs with irregular work 

schedules and limited hours, which hurts quality of life and makes navigating caregiving 

obligations difficult. Hispanic women in low-wage occupations are also more likely than their 

peers in high-quality jobs to experience sexual assault and be preyed upon through unwanted 

physical advances or quid pro quo propositions.  

PATH FORWARD: CONTINUING TO EMPOWER LATINA WORKERS  

Hispanic women play a larger and more influential role in the U.S. economy than ever before. 

Latinas make up the second-largest group of women workers in the labor force, a share that will 

grow as more than 1 out of 5 workers in the U.S. are projected to be Hispanic by 2030. The 

growth in representation of Latinas workers has also coincided with increased participation and 

engagement with the labor market.  

Despite these gains, Latinas continue to face barriers in the labor market given their 

overrepresentation in low-wage occupations. This left many Latina workers vulnerable to job 

losses during the pandemic recession and continues to limit upward mobility and economic 

security. 

While the inclusive economic agenda in the American Rescue Plan has helped Latina workers 

recover and the Inflation Reduction Act and Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act will continue 

to create jobs and bring down costs for Hispanic Americans, more is needed from Congress to 

address the challenges Latina workers face. Proposals, like the Raise the Wage Act and the PRO 

Act, would lift the earnings of more than 3 in 10 (or 4 million) Latina workers and strengthen 

their ability to bargain for fairer compensation and more adequate working conditions. These 

efforts will also make our economy more resilient as they help expand economic security and 

shared prosperity.   

 

 

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/data/charts/low-wage-high-violation-industries
https://www.epi.org/publication/wage-theft-2021/
https://www.aauw.org/app/uploads/2021/07/StatusOfLatinas_2.0.pdf
https://www.aauw.org/app/uploads/2021/07/StatusOfLatinas_2.0.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/irregular-work-scheduling-and-its-consequences/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/06/27/brutal-psychological-toll-erratic-work-schedules/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s41542-021-00093-6
https://blog.dol.gov/2021/09/15/hispanics-in-the-labor-force-5-facts
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/ADVANCING-EQUITY-THROUGH-THE-AMERICAN-RESCUE-PLAN.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/08/16/fact-sheet-how-the-inflation-reduction-act-helps-latino-communities/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/bipartisan-infrastructure-law/
https://www.epi.org/publication/raising-the-federal-minimum-wage-to-15-by-2025-would-lift-the-pay-of-32-million-workers/

